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JFK 3 Is an In-Your-Face , Three-Hour Spellbinder 

■ JFK- Directed by Oliver Stone. Screexflay by Oliver Stone & Zachary Sklar. Rased on the books O.v the Trail of the Assassixs 3Y Jlm Garrison and 
Crossfire: The Plot That Kxleo Kennedy by Jim Maras. With Keatn Costner, Tommy Lee Jones, Gary Oldman, Joe Peso, Donald Sutherland, Kevin 
Racon, Jay O. Sanders, Michael Rooker, Sissy Spacer, Brian Dovle-Muraay, Lausxe Metcalf, Jack Lemmon, Ed Asner, John Candy, and Jlm Garrison. 
(AiMC Century, Beverly Connection, Houytooo Galaxy, Grande, Plaza, Mann's VCestxood, Criterion, .Marina .Marketplace, Qnerlex Universal) 


By Andy Klein 

With the possible exception of Spike Lee, Oliver Stone is Hollywood’s most in-your-face film 
maker. He wants to coax us into his moral universe, but, if coaxing doesn’t work, he is more than 
willing to knock us down and lecture us. You have to applaud him for taking on important subjects 
that no one else with clout wants to handle, and you have to applaud louder on the occasions when 
he does it well. 


O n the other hand, there is some- 
thing scary about his messianic 
anogance. Most artists want to 
impose their interpretation of the world 
on the audience; among them, film mak- 
ers have to be the pushiest merely to sur- 
vive professionally in such a high-stakes 
business. It is a truism that you would 
rather have a director who makes bad 
decisions than one who makes no deci- 
sions at all. 

A child of the upper class, Stone may 
have convened from the right to the left, 
but he could never be called a liberal. In 
some ways, he is reminiscent of the most 
macho elements of the sixties left — so 
convinced of the urgency of his particular 
vision that he barrels on ahead at times 
when a little more reflection might be 
called for. 

This is not an entirely negative quality. 
The liberal intellect has the dangerous 
potential to bleach all shades of morality 
into indistinguishable grays. Stone, in 
recent interviews about JFK, has often 
invoked Hamlet, Western culture’s lead- 
ing icon of Action vs. Moral Insecurity, 
characterizing the boomer generation as 
“children of a slain leader, unaware of 
why he was killed or even that a false 
father figure inhabits the throne.” 

JFK is clearly intended to remind us 
that the ghost still walks the battlements, 
that our culture will be forever haunted if 
we give up the quest for the truth about 
the central trauma of the postwar era or, 
worse yet, if we willingly, greedily opt to 
delude ourselves by accepting the most 
implausible “official” scenario. Stone is 
not always the most subtle of artists — 
heck, let’s face it, more than once he has 
been the least subtle of artists — but the 
problems of approaching such a massive 
and controversial story require complex 
technique and moral passion more than 
art. On that level, Stone succeeds: JFK is 
a wildly compelling piece of agitprop 
docu drama. 

For the sake of dramatic structure, 
Stone hangs his arguments on the story of 
Jim Garrison, the New Orleans DA who 
fronted the only assassination-related 
criminal prosecution ever to go to trial. 
He incorporates much additional infor- 
mation that has been dug up in the twen- 
ty-odd years since Garrison’s original 
work. He structures the material as a legal 
detective story, with the D.A. uncovering 
deeper and deeper layers of conspiracy, 
coverup, and political meaning. 

No critic can neutralize his or her own 
social and political attitudes when 
approaching even the most abstract or 
aestheticized work — nor would it be a 
particularly good thing to do so. In the 
case of JFK, however, it is particularly 
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tough to talk about the film as flm air, 
all arguments veer quickly from the aes- 
thetic to the political, based on one’s 
own basic take on the Kennedy assassi- 
nation, the U. S. government, and 
human nature in general. Which may 
well be exactly what Stone most wants. 

T he director packs a huge 
amount of material into a run- 
ning time of slightly more than 
three hours. Three hours may sound 
forbiddingly long — I’m sure it does to 
theater owners — but the fascination 
never flags. Stone uses a lot of short- 
hand devices to compress the material 
and create drama — combining char- 
acters and attributing other people’s 
insights and actions to Garrison. (In 
interviews, Stone has been open about 
taking such license. Still, the film itself 
could have used a stronger disclaimer, 
and, impractical as it may sound, 
Warner probably should have sprung 
for footnoted supplemental material in 
the theater lobby.) 

This necessary translation also is 
the basis for the most legitimate criti- 
cisms that have already been leveled 
at Stone. Those who object to the 
film’s central ideological thesis — that 
the United States was subjected in 
1963 to a secret coup d’etat, whose 


beneficiaries may still be in power — 
can use the details of the film’s choices 
to cast doubt on its analysis. 

Most troublesome is the use of Gar- 
rison. Who can say whether he was (or 
is) an earnest crusader or a wife-beat- 
ing, ambitious homophobe with psy- 
chotic delusions of grandeur? — the lat- 
ter being just a few of the charges lev- 
eled against him at the time by either 
legitimate critics or government smear 
specialists, depending, once again, on . 
which side you are inclined to believe. 

Stone idealizes Garrison into an 
unreal figure — Mr. D.A. Goes to 
Washington. Casting Kevin Costner 
at this stage of his career — no more 
No Way Out for K. C., no Ivan the 
Deep Cover Spy — automatically 
defines Garrison as the Good Ameri- 
can. Stone himself says he wanted 
Costner because the latter has that 
James Stewart-Gary Cooper quality 
that made them perfect Capra heroes. 
Even within the film he deliberately 
invokes Capra, both in a scene at the 
Lincoln Memorial and in Gamson’s 
long, final summation (which was 
actually delivered by someone else). 

T he closest to a flaw Stone will 
allow his hero is obsessiveness: 
His pursuit of the truth threat- 


ens to destroy his family. Not surpris- 
ingly, the domestic scenes are by far 
the film’s worst moments — clich<?d, 
flat, unnecessary token baggage. Out- 
side of Bon i on the Fourth of July, 
Stone, whose main shriek is dramatiz- 
ing (and thus simplifying) ideological 
argument, has never been strong on 
family interaction. The only such rela- 
tionship that rings true in film after 
film is the alienated son trying to 
resolve his conflicts with real or sym- 
bolic dads. As a result, JFK squanders 
an actress of the talent of Sissy Spacek 
(as Garrison’s wife) in a part that 
would have been better off cut out 
altogether. 

Stone has an affinity for Good 
Father vs. Bad Father conflicts. In Pla- 
toon, it was most blatant. Wall Street 


tinued to be ambiguous — it’s a shame 
tha t Stone has given his detractors this 
sort of detail to focus debate on. It 
makes it easier for them to ignore or j 
dismiss the more important points of 
his case. 

here the film succeeds best 
is in the debunking of the . 
Warren Commission \ 
Report. There are numerous ways to ; 
attack this bogus palliative of an offi- 
cial report but Stone wisely homes in 
on its strongest flaws — the blatantly 
impossible mechanics of the official 
story — rather than its infinite number 
of improbabilities. 

Costner is appropriately flat as Gar- 
rison. The cast is studded with too 
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Martin Sheen, bad Michael Douglas, 
and Stone's tribute to his own real dad, 


into the Greatest Story Ever Told syn- 
drome — look, there’s John Wayne as 
Hal Holbrook. If, portap, a ,ign Hut the C'oturioo swabbing Gam, on', 
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delineated, most cardboard character 
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ing Ward Cleaver clone. 

In JFK, this schema for presenting 
moral questions reaches its purest, 
most algebraically abstract distillation: 
The Good Father is X (Donald 
Sutherland), the Bad Father Y (Dale 
Dye). Y is a shadowy figure who 
embodies the bad guys in Stone’s anal- 
ysis; X is the same on the surface but 
imbued with moral passion. 

There is another way to analyze the 
White Hats vs. the Black Hats in JFK, 
however, one that makes you wish Stone 
had chosen a story other than Gamson’s 
(or that he had recast it with fictional 
personas): Garrison, the straight all- 
! American suburbanite, vs. Clay Shaw 
: (Tommy Lee Jones), the effete, decadent 
homosexual conspirator. Too much 
energy is likely to be expended denounc- 
ing the portrayal of Shaw and the film’s 
relentlessly evil gays. 

While it would be nice to know 
whether Shaw was guilty or not — the 
; film presents flashbacks from Shaw’s 
point of view that absolutely indict 
him, while the real evidence has con- 


role, as the weird, hyperkinetic informer 
David Feme, and plays it to the max. 
Donald Sutherland is almost as memo- 


rable in his far less exploitable part. 

It is amusing to watch the sarcasm 
with which JFK has already been dis- 
missed in some comers of the main- 
stream press — are these criticisms valid 
skepticism or more disinformation? The 
public debate is already dizzying, which 
opens up the possibility that JFK will 
only end up flailing victim to the “Winter 
K3h syndrome” and serving the very vil- 
lains it tries to expose. 

In Richard Condon’s novel Winter 
KSls, by far the greatest fictional treat- 
ment of the assassination, the conspir- 
ators know that it is impossible to keep 
secret a plot involving dozens of peo- 
; pie. The only way to hide the truth is 
to disseminate so many conflicting 
rumors and explanations that the truth 
. is indistinguishable among them: 

• Investigations will eventually peter out 
through sheer exhaustion. 

J FK briefly brings some degree of 
clarity to this great, shrouded 
mystery. Whether intentionally or 
not, the debate it has already engen- 
dered may only serve to muddy things 
: again. The horrifying thing about the 
: Winter KFls scenario is that it may truly 
• be impossible to combat 


